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IS THE CROWDING EFFECT OF PURELY ATTENTIONAL ORIGIN? H. Strasburger, I. Rentschler. Institut für Medizinische Psychologie, Goethestraße 31, D-80336 München. Fax: +49 89 5996 217; E-mail: hans@groucho.imp.med.uni-muenchen.de
When targets are seen in the presence of neighbouring patterns or contours, their visibility is reduced. This phenomenon is known as the crowding effect in the ophthalmic and vision literature but is referred to as lateral masking in experimental psychology. The effect plays a major role in the normal peripheral visual field, in amblyopes and dyslectics, as well as in children and juveniles. Eriksen & Rohrbaugh (1970, Am. J. Psychol. 83, 330-343) showed that the distribution of attention contributes to the crowding effect.  We  studied  its dependency on retinal eccentricity (Strasburger et al. 1991, Perception & Psychophysics 49, 495-508) and found that (a) unlike in the fovea, the effect occurs peripherally at all levels of contrast and (b) that attention contributes to crowding under peripheral but not foveal viewing conditions. Now we are able to separate attentional and featural contributions by using a new paradigm which allows the measurement of recognition contrast thresholds independent of the location of the attentional focus. The paradigm is a maximum-likelihood staircase for determining recognition contrast thresholds, where the criterion of correct response is loosened to count identification at wrong locations as correct reply. Our results show that, in normal peripheral vision, the impairment of character recognition by crowding is predominantly, if not fully, caused by spatially imprecise focussing of attention.

